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An exploration of the first century is essential for understanding ancient messianic Jews.  Many of the ancient messianic Jews were excommunicated from synagogues and had to find community identity elsewhere.  This process of exclusion began during Jesus’ ministry as the Apostle John records “that anyone who acknowledged that Jesus was the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue” (John 9:22).  For centuries after Jesus came to earth, God provided community for these ostracized and marginalized believers through messianic congregations.





In the twenty-first century, messianic Jews struggle with the same problems when coming to faith.  They often lose connection with Jewish friends, relatives, and the larger Jewish community.  This rejection of messianic Jews on a personal and corporate level raises to the surface pressing concerns.  Questions emanate from the hearts of these beleaguered messianic believers.  What does it mean to be a Jew?  What does is mean to live like a Jew?   Since their legitimacy as Jews has been questioned by the Church and the Synagogue, their Jewish identity and Jewish practice remain primary concerns.





In the first century, Jewish communal and individual identity functioned together.  In time, these individual and communal aspects of Jewish identity became divided for messianic Jews.  The Church eventually rejected the cultural dimensions of messianic Jewish life.  Messianic Jews became an amorphous people as they were constrained to leave their cultural roots.





This displacement of Jewish religious culture has persisted in some sectors of the Church.  Antinomian tendencies and supersessionist theologies� have left Jewish people with an unfortunate option: “Leave my cultural heritage and receive Jesus.”  The cause of this false dichotomy between believing in Jesus and being Jewish can be traced to creedal formulations in the Early Church.  For example, the following confessional oath was forced upon Jewish people who laid claim to Jesus as their Messiah.





I renounce all customs, rites, legalisms, unleavened breads and sacrifices of lambs of the Hebrews, and all the other feasts of the Hebrews, sacrifices, prayers, aspersions, purifications, sanctifications and propitiations, and fasts, and new moons, and Sabbaths, and superstitions, and hymns and chants and observances and synagogues, and the food and drink of the Hebrews; in one word, I renounce absolutely everything Jewish, every law, rite and custom . . . and if afterwards I shall wish to deny and return to Jewish superstition, or shall be found eating with Jews, or feasting with them, or secretly conversing and condemning the Christian religion instead of openly confuting them and condemning their vain faith, then let the trembling of Cain and leprosy of Gehazi cleave to me, as well as the legal punishments to which I acknowledge myself liable.  And I may be anathema in the world to come, and may my soul be set down with Satan and the devils. (Profession of Faith, from the Church of Constantinople: From Assemani, Cod. Lit., I, p.105)





Anything Jewish and even table fellowship with Jewish people was forbidden by this oath.  Thus, the Church, influenced by Roman aversion for the Jews, pronounced that Jews, in order to believe and follow Jesus, had to renounce all Jewish relations and practices.�  These ancient messianic Jews became wandering Jews who had no place in the synagogue and were treated by the Church as second-class citizens and stripped of their Jewish identity.





Everyone who comes to Jesus should be willing to leave all for the Gospel, including culture and custom, if necessary.  But why raise a cultural stumbling block that God has not put there?  One of the lessons the Church has learned in modern times is to value the cultural heritage of all its membership and to encourage diversity.  This is a lesson that the Church of the first century knew instinctively.





The Jerusalem Council ruled that Jewish customs were not to be forced on the Gentiles (Acts 21:25).  These Jewish Apostles and elders maintained that Jewish culture should not stand in the way of the Gentiles receiving the Gospel.   Likewise, in modern times, Gentile culture should not discourage Jewish people from receiving Jesus.  The ruling of the Jerusalem Council remains in effect: culture must not hinder the gospel.





Surely, the first-century Jewish person did not reject Jewish religious practice in order to receive Jesus.  Therefore, the twenty-first century Jewish person should not be required to cast off his or her heritage in order to follow Jesus.  The choice between believing in Jesus and being Jewish is unnecessary since the New Testament provides a model for handling cultural diversity.





A biblical perspective of the relationship between culture and personal identity is revealing.  In fact, God gives parameters in the form of divine principles that govern our cultural expression.  One biblical principle that functions in this way is the principle of cultural embrace.  The Apostle Paul teaches,





Was any person called as a Jew?  Let them not become a Gentile.  Has anyone been called in as a Gentile?  Let them not become a Jew. (1 Corinthians 7:18)





Paul’s ultimate concern is that, “each man remain in that condition in which he was called” (1 Corinthians 7:20).  He struggled to maintain that Gentiles did not need to become traditionally Jewish.  At the same time, Paul calls for Jews to maintain their identity.  For Paul, after a Jewish person believes in Jesus, they remain a ‘Jew’ and are not to ‘become a Gentile.’   This principle of cultural embrace was normative for all believers, both Jew and Gentile.  





In the New Testament, Jewish individual identity also operated within the context of Jewish communal identity.  Messianic Jews were called to embrace the culture of their community.  Since Jewish communal identity functioned in this Jewish religious setting, the Jewish segment of the Early Church was not simply Jewish as individuals, but gathered to form messianic communities.





A communal perspective of early messianic Jews manifests itself in descriptions of the Jerusalem Church.  Acts records that the early messianic Jewish community gathered together as one people and distributed their wealth with the needy (Acts 4:32-35).  Thus, as a united community, they reproduced a distinct version of the ancient synagogue system centering on care for the poor, and messianic teaching and worship.�





Ancient Messianic Jews and Legal Identity


Another aspect of Jewish identity is a positive view of God’s commands.  Just as every community has rules, i.e., a communal standard, the Jewish community has maintained a system of law, also known as Torah.  In fact, Jewish communities from Moses to Maimonedes have had an exalted view of law.  The following account relayed in the Acts of the Apostles demonstrates that ancient messianic communities shared this perspective.





Acts records that when Paul reached Jerusalem after an extensive ministry trip, the Jerusalem Church warmly welcomed him.  James and the other Apostles and elders had gathered to hear about what God had done through Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles.  Although the Apostles and elders praised God for Gentile ministry, a problem remained.  They addressed Paul:





You see, brother, how many thousands of believers there are among the Jews, and they are all zealous for the law.  They have been told about you that you teach all the Jews living among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, and that you tell them not to circumcise their children or observe the customs. (Acts 21:20-21)





The Apostles decided that this false rumor of Paul’s rejection of Jewish custom and law needed to be extinguished.  They direct Paul to quell the rumor by demonstrating the reality of his Jewish lifestyle of observance.





So do what we tell you. We have four men who are under a vow.  Join these men, go through the rite of purification with them, and pay for the shaving of their heads. Thus all will know that there is nothing in what they have been told about you, but that you yourself observe and guard the law. (Acts 21:23-24)





In response to the apostolic counsel, Paul makes himself ritually pure and affirms his commitment to Jewish practice.  At the same time, a distinction is made between the Jews and the Gentiles regarding Jewish custom.  The Apostles and elders advise:





But as for the Gentiles who have become believers, we have sent a letter with our judgment that they should abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from fornication. (Acts 21:25)





Although the New Testament demonstrates that the first messianic Jews including Paul were observant of Jewish custom, Pauline passages that relate to Jewish practice are at times misconstrued.  What may be overlooked is the primary reason for Paul raising the issue of law.  Paul, almost exclusively, focuses on the relationship of law to salvation.  He repeatedly demonstrates that the practice of the law is not essential for salvation for either the Jews or Gentiles.  Law practice is a demonstration of the pre-existing saving work of God (Philippians 2:12-13).  By such teaching Paul promotes the ruling of the Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 15.





The central concern of the Jerusalem Council was to counter the position held by some men from Judea: “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved” (Acts 15:1).  A similar position was taken by some of the messianic Pharisees of Jerusalem, who said, “It is necessary for the Gentiles to be circumcised and ordered to keep the Law of Moses” (Acts 15:5).�  Yet the Jerusalem Council’s ruling offers a contrary position: “We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are" (Acts 15:11).   Throughout his Epistles, Paul consistently advances the Jerusalem Council’s ruling.�  He accomplishes this task by refuting misuses of Jewish practice that were undermining the doctrine of salvation by grace through faith.  In particular, Paul’s argumentation deals with the nature and fulfillment of Jewish practices.





One of Paul’s main points concerning messianic fulfillment is that the figures, structures, and traditions found in the Old Testament foreshadow and anticipate the Messiah (Colossians 2:17).  At the same time, this truth does not undermine the ongoing value of Jewish practice.  Even though a Jewish practice has typological dimensions, the cessation of a practice is not dependent upon the arrival of its messianic anti-type.  For Paul, a Jewish practice may continue to function as a pointing device once the Messiah has come.  Messianic fulfillment does not obliterate a Jewish practice, but heightens its significance for the present community.  One poignant example of this phenomenon is the Sabbath.





After Jesus’ coming, the New Testament presents the Sabbath as a symbol of both past salvation in the Messiah (Hebrews 4:3) and future realities to come (Hebrews 4:9).  The Sabbath also functions as a present practice for Israel and messianic Jews,� while symbolizing the greater reality of eternal rest at the consummation of all things.  Furthermore, the Church continues to celebrate a corresponding day of rest and worship, even though the Sabbath is one of the “things which are a shadow of what is to come” (Colossians 2:16-17).  The eschatological dimension of weekly worship reminds the Church that everlasting rest and worship await the people of God.





Circumcision is another case where Paul draws specific comparisons between a Jewish practice and its messianic fulfillment.  He teaches that all believers are “circumcised with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of the flesh in the circumcision of the Messiah” (Colossians 2:11).  Believers in Jesus are further characterized as “the circumcision who . . . put no confidence in the flesh” (Philippians 3:3).  By such comparisons, Paul stresses that the ultimate significance of the Jewish practice of circumcision rests in the Messiah.  This symbolic reality remains the same even though the custom of circumcision continues to be practiced by the Jewish people including messianic Jews.  Paul simply enhances the spiritual significance of Jewish practices by emphasizing their messianic dimensions.  He does not promote their abrogation for messianic Jews as some have misunderstood Paul in his own time and ours.





After believing in Jesus, Paul did not become anti-traditional, but stood firmly against any misuse of the Law.�  He does not denigrate his Jewish identity, but realizes that the Messiah is the center of his Jewish identity.  On various occasions Paul proclaims his faithfulness to both the Messiah and his heritage: “I admit that I worship the God of our fathers as a follower of the Way, which they call a sect.  I believe everything that agrees with the Law and that is written in the Prophets” (Acts 24:14).





In the book of Romans, Paul further espouses the positive nature of Jewish identity.  He states: “Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision?  Much, in every way. For in the first place the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God” (Romans 3:1-2).  Later in Romans, Paul offers seven advantages of being a Jew:





They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises, whose are the fathers, and from whom is the Messiah according to the flesh. (Romans 9:4-5)





One benefit, which Paul repeats in these passages, is the gift of the Law.  For Paul, this gift had abiding value.  Like other Jewish believers of the first century, Paul continued to ‘observe and guard the law’ (Acts 21:23-24).  In fact, the Apostles and elders of the Jerusalem Church make sure that Paul’s teaching was not misunderstood.  The messianic Jews of the Diaspora were not to be discouraged from walking ‘according to the customs’ (Acts 21:21).





Paul tells his own people: “Brothers, though I had done nothing against our people or the customs of our ancestors, yet I was arrested in Jerusalem and handed over to the Romans” (Acts 28:17).   In this instance, Paul describes himself as a faithful Jew to fellow Jews.  Elsewhere, he affirms, “I have done nothing wrong against the Law of the Jews or against the temple or against Caesar” (Acts 25:8).  Even by the time Paul was arrested, this new-found faith did not hinder the full expression of his Jewish identity.





Jewish practice took its rightful place in the life of this zealous Jew who belonged to an emerging messianic Jewish community.  Thus, it is clear that the Jewish segment of the Early Church and Paul are in harmony over the observance of Jewish custom.  In summary, the New Testament bears witness to the continuation of Jewish practice among early messianic Jews.�





A Messianic Model of Ethics


The exploration of legal identity in ancient times also has implications for the present era.  How believers structure their lives according to God’s word has been a perennial concern of the Church.  In fact, the Reformed and Presbyterian tradition has paid particular attention to this issue.  In a past issue of Theology Matters, Randall Otto states, “Reformed theology has always maintained the interrelation of law and gospel, not the opposition of law and gospel.”�  The Second Helvetic Confession concurs,





The will of God is explained for us in the law of God, what he wills or does not will us to do, what is good and just, or what is evil and unjust.  Therefore we confess that the law is good and holy.





While some Christian traditions value a practical use of the law, wide divergences of practice abound.  Some of these practices reflect various approaches to law in the Church, while others demonstrate influence from modern and ancient forms of philosophical ethics.  Even though assent may be given to a biblical ethic by the Church, an individual’s ethic may be influenced more by philosophic, modern, or postmodern conceptions.  A messianic model of ethics may help clarify the Church’s orientation to an apostolic view of God’s commandments.  As a result, the Church may better understand the meaning of the apostolic admonition: “Keeping God's commands is what counts” (1 Corinthians 7:19).





The following brief analysis of the influence of ethical systems on the Church and the provision of an alternative messianic ethic contribute to the Church’s increasing awareness of its Jewish foundations.  As the modern messianic movement continues to grow, the Church may further appreciate its insights into various issues concerning praxis and theology.  The Korean church has exemplified a prayer-centered Christian life and the Church of Asia provides insight into religious pluralism from living for centuries as a Christian minority community.�  Likewise, messianic Jews are finding their own unique way to add to the corporate wisdom of the Body of the Messiah.





A comparison of ancient and modern philosophical ethics to biblical ethics is revealing.  H.P. Owen contrasts the stages of ethical maturity derived from Hebrews 5 with a comparable development in Stoic philosophy.�  Owen claims that the maturity espoused by the writer of Hebrews differs markedly from the Greek conception.





The writings of the philosopher Epictetus demonstrate the stoic conception of ethical maturity in the form of two progressive stages.  In his essay, the Beginning of Wisdom, Epictetus discloses that one needs a decisive measure that is provided by philosophers.  Then, learning must be followed by practice.  The disciple must digest the principles he has learned and practice them in the sphere of moral choice.�





Biblical ethics, on the other hand, are built on absolutes that are to be compassionately applied.  The Bible also emphasizes that a personal ethic rooted in God’s commands is an essential part of maturity.  One of the problems with modern conceptions of ethical maturity is that this dimension of the individual is either diminished or warped.  This ethical distortion occurs when a relative value system is derived solely from the individual.  As a result, authoritative standards play a minor role in such constructions.�  Even though modern forms of philosophy and psychology waver on value of divine standards, God calls for command-oriented living.  Any philosophy or psychology that fails to recognize this divine dimension to ethics demonstrates ethical naïveté.





David Powlison describes the innate tendency of the human mind and heart to reject divine revelation:





The core effect of sin in intellectual life is the attempt to make the human mind the integration point for knowledge rather than acknowledging that truth is directly created by, dependent on and referential to God.  Order and truth are assumed to be human-dependent rather than God-dependent; directly received from within the cosmos (empiricism) or creatively constructed by the human mind (rationalism).�





If an ethical system is ultimately dependent on reason instead of revelation, it will lead toward personal corruption.  Therefore, God gave the Law to Israel to limit this human tendency towards deviations and distortions of righteous standards.





The divine revelation found in the New Testament reveals a relational model for ethical maturity that does not downplay the role of divine standards.  In fact, a relationship with God through the Spirit enhances the ability to obey ‘the teaching concerning righteousness’� and increases the overall effect and personal application of God’s commands.  In other words, the Messiah empowers and teaches people to live obediently and ‘go on to maturity.’  Ezekiel spoke of this messianic role in a prophecy concerning the New Covenant:





A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  I will put my spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances. (Ezekiel 36:26-27)





Jeremiah also declares,





‘The time is coming,’ declares the LORD, ‘when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah . . . .  I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.’ (Jeremiah 31:31-34)





The Messiah is the integration point between God’s people and the Law.  Jesus not only embodies the Law, but also softens the hearts of God’s people and sends the Spirit to cause them to keep God’s commands.  In this way, the Messiah ensures and empowers covenant faithfulness to God’s word.





This messianic perspective on the Law appears to be the same as that expressed from of old.�  Love for God’s commands is essential in both Moses’ teaching in the Pentateuch and Jesus’ teaching in the Gospels.  In fact, Jesus’ teaching challenges religious leaders who not only broke the law with blatant disregard, yet also moved away from a relational approach to the law.  They lacked the spirit of Psalm 119 that displays an inextricable link between honoring God’s commands and an intimate relationship with God.  Jesus captures this relational aspect in his messianic ethic: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15).





In conclusion, a sketch of a messianic ethic is offered.  Although this approach is not fully developed, it provides a provisional starting point.  A messianic ethic is derived from the entire canonical structure of the Old and New Testaments.  It includes three distinct approaches to ethics that correspond to the tripartite canonical division of the Hebrew Bible.  These approaches join with each other to form complimentary models for structuring the spiritual and ethical life.





The law model is derived from the Torah or first five books of Moses.  Divine principles or laws form the backbone of the spiritual life.  They provide absolutes that are to be applied compassionately and contextualized with modern cultural forms.





The second division of the Hebrew Bible, the Prophets, provides a renewal or revival model of spirituality.  Acts of repentance, spiritual disciplines, and the sacraments all function as means of grace to continually restore God’s people.  These forms of renewal function as a constant prophetic call to return to God.





From the Writings or Wisdom literature, the third canonical section, comes forth a wisdom model.  This model is expressed through the application of God’s commands to the complexities of life.  Divine principles and righteous standards are intricately woven into the fabric of life through a deeper understanding of human behavior and the world.





The law, renewal, and wisdom models of ethics and spirituality are all reflected in the New Testament.  In fact, Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount applies these three forms of ancient Jewish spirituality.  The law model is reflected in Jesus’ authoritative interpretation of the practice of various laws (Matthew 5:17-48).  Jesus’ teaching on money, giving, God’s provision, and judgment demonstrates the wisdom model (Matthew 6:19-24; 7:1-5).  The prophetic model is represented by Jesus’ call for repentance and messianic restoration in light of looming divine judgment (Matthew 7:13-27).





If any one of these models is overestimated or devalued, the spiritual and moral force of the whole counsel of God is diminished.  The Apostle Paul unequivocally states, “All Scripture is inspired and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16).  Thus, a messianic model uses the whole Bible including the Torah as a resource for spiritual life.  In contradistinction to revisionist models that either abrogate or diminish the value of God’s commands, a messianic model recognizes the power and righteousness of the law.  It does not engage in dichotomizing or bifurcating of the Testaments, but seeks to apply biblical commands, wisdom, and spiritual renewal to modern and diverse settings in the twenty-first century. 





Currently, one modern expression of the Jewish community consists of Jews faithful to Jesus as the Messiah and to the traditions that were handed down to them.  As such, the ancient apostolic directives concerning legal identity have bearing on the practice of modern messianic Jews.  This legal dimension of life continues to function as an integral part of personal and communal identity in a modern Jewish context.  May God’s people with one voice continue to say with Paul: “So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good” (Romans 7:12).
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� For further exploration of the impact of supersessionism on the Church and alternative theological models, see R. Kendall Soulen, The God of Israel and Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996).  Soulen states his objective: “Taking the contemporary churches’ rejection of supersessionism as its starting point, the book asks two questions: how deeply is supersessionism implicated in the traditional fabric of Christian theology?  And how can Christians read the Bible and articulate their most basic convictions in ways that are not supersessionist?  In short, how can Christians be really Christian without being triumphalist toward Jews?”


� Due to the influence of Rome’s pre-existing prejudice against the Jews, anti-Jewish tendencies infected the Church.  Rome’s contempt for the Jews surfaces in the first century with the expulsion of the Jews by Emperor Claudius (Acts 18:2).


� James, one of the elders of the Jerusalem Church, writes in the New Testament, “My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus the Messiah, don't show favoritism.  Suppose a man comes into your synagogue . . .” (James 2:1-2).  James uses the term synagogue (Greek, sunagoge, James 2:2) interchangeable with church (Greek, ecclesia, James 5:14) to refer to these early assemblies of the Jerusalem Church.


� This sub-group of the Jerusalem church is repeatedly referred to as the circumcision party in the New Testament (Galatians 2:12; Titus 2:10).  Some of this party continued to promote their unorthodox teaching even after the Jerusalem’s Council’s ruling.  Much of Paul’s teaching on law in Romans and Galatians relates to this ongoing debate over circumcision and Gentile salvation.


� Cf. the record of Acts: “As Paul and his companions traveled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the Apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey” (Acts 16:4).


� The Acts of the Apostles records Paul’s Sabbath custom: “On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a place of prayer” (Acts 16:13).


� Cf. Jesus’ teaching concerning the proper interpretation and application of the Law in Matthew 5.


� There are some that teach that aberrant theology dominated early forms of Jewish Christianity.  This perception is rather the product of ancient church historians who viewed the ongoing messianic forms of Christianity as competing forces and undesirable in post-Constantinian Christendom.  Modern scholarship has begun to restore the image of ancient Jewish Christianity.  Jean Daniélou, in his work, Theology of Jewish Christianity, establishes that amongst the heterodox Jewish Christians, the mainstream expression was ‘orthodox Jewish Christianity.’


� Randall E. Otto, “The Problem with Marcion: A Second-Century Heresy Continues to Infect the Church,” Theology Matters 4 no. 5 (Sep/Oct, 1998): 4.


� See Scott W. Sunquist, “Asian Perspectives on Theological Pluralism,” Theology Matters 5 no. 5 (Sept/Oct, 1999): 1-7.


� H.P. Owen, “The Stages of Ascent in Hebrews V. 11-VI. 3,” in New Testament Studies: An International Journal, Vol. 3, ed. Matthew Black (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1956-7), 250.


� Ibid.


� One modern example is the development of situational ethics.


� David A. Powlison, “Which Presuppositions? Secular Psychology and the Categories of Biblical Thought,” Journal of Psychology and Theology 12 no. 4 (1984): 273.


� “Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching concerning righteousness.  But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.  Therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about the Messiah and go on to maturity . . .” (Hebrews 5:13-6:1).


� Cf. the perspective of Reformed theology concerning the law.  In addition to the role of the law as a revealer of sin and model for just societies, Reformed theologians refer to a third use of the law.  This use of the law promotes the practical value of the law.  The Ten Commandments are essential directives and the rest of the law generally functions as divine guidance for life.








